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ABSTRACT 
 
Dealing with the aggression of other drivers on the road is an important skill given that driving is 
a common activity for adults in highly motorised countries.  Even though incidents of extreme 
aggression on the road (such as assault) are reportedly rare, milder forms, some of them 
dangerous (such as tailgating or deliberately following too closely) are apparently common, and 
may be increasing.  At the very least, this is likely to render the driving environment more 
stressful, and at worst elevates the risk of crashing by increasing both the level of risky driving 
behaviours and the likelihood of responses that escalate the situation.  Thus the need for drivers 
to manage incidents of conflict is likely to become increasingly important.  However, little 
research examines how drivers manage their own or others’ aggressive driving behaviour.   
Recently greater attention has been paid to driver cognitions, especially the attributions that 
drivers make about other drivers, that then might influence their own driving responses, 
particularly aggressive or risky ones.  The study reported below was the first in a larger 
exploration of aggressive driving that focussed on driver cognitions, emotions and underlying 
motivations for aggressive behaviours on the road.   
Qualitative, in-depth interviews of drivers (n = 30, aged 18-49 years) were subjected to thematic 
analysis to investigate driver experiences with aggressive driving.  Two main themes were 
identified from these accounts: driver management of self; and driver attempts to influence or 
manage other drivers.  This paper describes the subthemes falling under the management of 
self main theme.  These subthemes were labelled ‘being magnanimous’, ‘chilling out’, ‘slowing 
down’, and ‘apology/acknowledgment’.   
‘Being magnanimous’ referred to situations where the respondent perceived him/herself to be a 
recipient of another’s aggressive driving and made a deliberate choice not to respond.  
However, a characteristic of this sub-theme was that this choice was underpinned by the 
adoption of morally superior stance, or sense of magnanimity.  ‘Chilling out’ was a more general 
response to both the milder aggressive behaviours of other drivers and the general frustrations 
of driving.  ‘Slowing down’ referred to reducing one’s speed in response to the perceived 
aggressive driving, often tailgating, of another.  This subtheme appeared to consist of two 
separate underlying motivations.  One of these was a genuine concern for one’s own safety 
while the other was more aimed at “getting back” at the other driver.  ‘Apology’ referred to how 
drivers modified their more negative reactions and responses when another driver made 
gestures that acknowledged their having made a mistake, indicated an apology, or 
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acknowledged the recipient driver.  These sub-themes are discussed in relation to their 
implications for understanding aggressive driving and intervening to reduce it. 
 
RÉSUMÉ 
 
Gérer l’agression des autres conducteurs sur la route est une aptitude importante lorsque l’on 
pense que conduire est une activité courante chez les adultes vivant dans des pays à forte 
motorisation. Bien que les agressions extrêmes (telles que les altercations) seraient rares sur la 
route, des formes moins prononcées, dont certaines sont dangereuses (comme par exemple 
coller au pare-chocs ou délibérément suivre un véhicule de trop près) sont apparemment 
fréquentes, et peut-être même en augmentation. Au mieux, ce phénomène a de fortes chances 
de rendre l’environnement routier plus stressant et, au pire, il augmente les risques d’accident 
en amplifiant non seulement le niveau des comportements dangereux sur la route, mais aussi la 
probabilité de voir des réactions qui vont aggraver la situation. Par conséquent, la nécessité 
pour les conducteurs de gérer des incidents conflictuels va probablement devenir de plus en 
plus importante. Cependant, peu d’études se penchent sur la façon dont les conducteurs gèrent 
leurs propres comportements agressifs sur la route et ceux des autres.  
Récemment, une attention plus marquée a été portée aux processus cognitifs des conducteurs, 
notamment les attributs que les conducteurs confèrent à d’autres conducteurs. Ces attributs 
peuvent à leur tour influencer leurs propres réactions au volant, en particulier les réactions 
agressives ou dangereuses. L’étude ci-dessous était la première dans le cadre d’un programme 
plus vaste visant à explorer la conduite agressive, ciblé sur les processus cognitifs des 
conducteurs, leurs émotions et les motifs sous-jacents des comportements agressifs sur la 
route.  
Des entretiens qualitatifs et détaillés avec des conducteurs (n = 30, âgés entre 18 et 49 ans) ont 
été soumis à une analyse thématique en vue d’examiner ce que ressentent les conducteurs vis-
à-vis de la conduite agressive. Sur la base de ces comptes-rendus, deux thèmes principaux ont 
été identifiés : d’une part la gestion de soi des conducteurs et, d’autre part, les tentatives des 
conducteurs d’influencer ou de gérer les autres conducteurs. Cet article décrit les sous-thèmes 
qui relèvent du thème principal de la gestion de soi. Ces sous-thèmes ont été classés sous les 
désignations « être magnanime », « se calmer », « ralentir », et «des excuses/de la 
reconnaissance ».  
« Être magnanime » se rapporte à des situations dans lesquelles la personne interrogée se 
perçoit comme étant victime de la conduite agressive d’autrui et choisit délibérément de ne pas 
réagir. Toutefois, l’une des caractéristiques de ce sous-thème est qu’à la base de ce choix se 
trouve l’adoption d’une attitude moralement supérieure, ou d’un sentiment de magnanimité. « Se 
calmer » était une réaction plus générale non seulement vis-à-vis des comportements agressifs 
moins prononcés d’autres conducteurs, mais aussi vis-à-vis des frustrations générales au 
volant. « Ralentir » signifie réduire sa vitesse en réponse à la conduite agressive perçue d’autrui 
(dans bien des cas, coller au pare-chocs). Ce sous-thème semble être composé de deux motifs 
sous-jacents distincts. Le premier est une préoccupation réelle pour sa sécurité, tandis que le 
deuxième est davantage destiné à « faire payer » l’autre conducteur. Le «des excuses » fait 
référence à la façon dont les conducteurs modifient leurs réactions négatives lorsqu’un autre 
conducteur fait signe qu’il reconnaît avoir fait une erreur, indiquant ainsi qu’il s’excuse, ou 
lorsqu’il donne à la victime une reconnaissance en tant que personne. Ces sous-thèmes sont 
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examinés sous l’angle de leurs implications en vue de comprendre la conduite agressive et 
d’intervenir afin de la réduire. 
 
 
1. INTRODUCTION 
 
In highly motorised countries considerable research goes into attempts to reduce the level of 
road trauma particularly in relation to those causes known to be related to intentional risk-taking 
behaviours such as exceeding the speed limit, impaired driving and wearing seat belts.  When 
drivers are surveyed, in addition to these behaviours, they frequently identify driver aggression 
as another safety issue which is also arguably intentional risk-taking and under voluntary control.  
Although the more severe types of incidents that can be regarded as driver aggression, such as 
assault or homicide, are rare, other milder forms appear to be common [1].  Moreover, these 
less severe behaviours may also still be dangerous (e.g. deliberately following too closely or 
cutting in front of another driver) and may be prevalent among drivers who might otherwise 
regard themselves as ‘ordinary’ drivers rather than aggressive.  Self-report surveys of drivers in 
a number of countries including the UK, USA, and Australia have found that driver aggression 
affects the majority of drivers.  For example, in the United States, a series of national telephone 
surveys found that between 17-40% of respondents reported having been the perpetrators of 
mild driver aggression, with less than 1% admitting to more severe behaviours [2-4].  In terms of 
being the recipient, some 65% of drivers in a telephone survey conducted in Texas reported 
being the victim of mild driver aggression on a daily basis [5].  In the UK one telephone survey (n 
= 526) found that 88% of respondents reported being the victim of at least one incident of driver 
aggression in the previous year and 60% admitted to being the aggressor, albeit generally of the 
milder forms of behaviour such as headlight flashing and making obscene gestures [6].  Results 
from Australian surveys are similar to those of the UK, with a national survey of 2,380 drivers, 
finding that 82% of drivers reported having ever been victims of mild forms of driver aggression 
(e.g., obscene gestures, verbal abuse, tailgating, having a car space stolen while waiting for it) 
and 30% reported having been followed or chased by another driver.  Around 57% of these 
drivers reported having been the perpetrators of mild driver aggression [7].   
The extent to which driver aggression results in serious road safety problems is an area of 
disagreement [8-11], some of which stems from the variations in defining the phenomenon [8].  
However, though estimates of the proportion of crashes that are due to driver aggression vary 
depending on the exact definition and methods of operationalisation used, findings from highly 
motorised countries like Canada, the USA, UK and Australia suggest that there is an association 
between greater levels of driver aggression and elevated crash involvement  [4, 12-15].   
Much of the research into aggressive driving has focussed on identifying the situational factors 
that precipitate it and the person-related factors that may predict which drivers will carry out such 
behaviours and which do not.  It is now well established that males are significantly more likely 
than females to be both perpetrators and victims of driver aggression, with the relationship more 
pronounced for severe acts of driver aggression [6, 15-18].  In addition, perpetrators of driver 
aggression have been found to be younger, have greater driving exposure and are significantly 
more likely to have serious crash and infringement histories [2-4, 14].  There also appears to be 
a strong positive relationship between admissions of perpetration and victimisation, such that 
those who admit to engaging in aggressive driving behaviours are significantly more likely to 
report also having been victims and vice versa [15-19].  Greater levels of trait and state anger 
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are associated with greater levels of self-reported driver aggression [20] as are greater levels of 
trait stress, a propensity to sensation seeking or risk-taking, and narcissism or inflated self-
esteem [21-26].  In relation to situational factors, stress of the driving task [27-29], anonymity 
[30] and presence of life stresses [31] have also been found to be predictive. 
 
Recently the direction of research on driver aggression has moved towards incorporating 
theories of general human aggression to explain or model driver behaviours [20, 32-33].  
However, a problematic issue in relation to modelling aggression in the driving context is that of 
intention, as the intentions underpinning driver behaviours are difficult to determine by 
observation.  One model of aggression that appears useful is the General Aggression Model 
(GAM) [34], which integrates a number of previous models into a more comprehensive 
explanation of aggressive behaviour.  Within the GAM, aggression is defined as involving an 
intention to harm the target, whether or not harm actually results from the behaviour.  The model 
also assumes that the recipient or target is motivated to avoid the aggression.  The GAM 
postulates that events experienced by an individual are influenced initially by person-related 
factors (such as personality, beliefs, values) as well as situational factors (which include the level 
of provocation or frustration generated in the environment, or the level of incentive offered), 
referred to as the inputs.  These inputs result in an internal present state consisting of the 
interactions between the individual’s cognitive, affective and arousal responses to the event.  On 
the basis of the internal state, individuals then engage in information processing that produce 
outcomes.  The model denotes these as either thoughtful action outcomes or impulsive action 
outcomes depending on the level of appraisal that produces the behavioural response.  The 
level of appraisal or reappraisal is dependent on the resources (such as time or cognitive 
capacity) available to the individual at the time [34]. 
 
As applied to driver aggression, driver cognitions and affect are less well explored than personal 
or situational factors, although there has been increased attention in recent research to 
exploring the role of cognitions in aggressive driving, especially in the form of attributions and 
the way that these affect driver behavioural choices [21, 33, 35, 36].  However, understanding of 
the role of cognitions and affect in driver aggression is still underdeveloped. 
 
The following study was designed to explore and better describe driver self-reported cognitions 
and emotions in relation to being either recipients or instigators of aggressive driving.  It formed 
the first study in a larger program designed to clarify a more comprehensive model of aggressive 
driving based on the GAM.  Further details of the proposed application and model can be found 
in [32] and the interested reader is referred to this.  For the purposes of later interpretation of the 
material, a starting definition of aggressive behaviour based on the general aggression literature 
was adopted.  Aggressive driving was defined as driving behaviour that is intended to have a 
negative impact (physical or emotional/psychological) on another road user.  These behaviours 
vary along a continuum from mild to more extreme behaviours.   
Whilst the body of research on driver aggression has been steadily growing, the majority of 
previous studies have used quantitative methods.  Such methods can provide useful 
descriptions of what is happening and where aggression occurs but are less useful in 
understanding the motivations underlying behaviour or how people deal with it in their day to day 
lives.  For driver aggression, examining these dimensions may be vital to reducing its incidence 
since a better understanding may help illuminate how drivers deal with the aggressive driving 
behaviour of others and how they manage their own behaviour to reduce both the incidence of 
negative outcomes and the possibility of retaliation or the escalation of conflict into serious 
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incidents or violence.  Accordingly, the following study utilised qualitative, interpretive methods 
with the aim of capturing a more detailed and in-depth understanding of driver experiences.  In 
particular, a primary focus of the research was to understand driver motivations and the details 
of the types of cognitions and affect associated with on-road aggressive events.  Two other 
central interests were to identify how drivers manage aggression directed at them from other 
road users as well as how they manage their own frustrations and negative affect while driving.  
Results from this study that deal with the motivations underlying driver aggression have 
previously been discussed elsewhere (see [39]) and so will not be described here.  This paper 
focuses on the second two research interests: driver accounts of how they manage aggression 
directed at them; and driver accounts of their self-management strategies. 
 
 
2. METHOD 
 
2.1 Sample and recruitment 
 
A convenience sample (n = 30) of drivers in two age groups (18-24 years; 25-60 years) was 
recruited via several different means in Brisbane, Queensland, during March-May 2010.  
Students (n = 12; 4 men aged 18-24 years; 2 women aged 18-24 years, 3 men aged 25-60; 3 
women aged 25-60) enrolled in first year psychology courses were recruited via broadcast email 
in exchange for course credit.  Community participants (n = 18; 5 men aged 18-24 years; 5 
women aged 18-24 years, 3 men aged 25-60; 5 women aged 25-60) were invited to participate 
via posters at local shopping areas, approaches to a technical training college and word of 
mouth.  Community participants were offered gift vouchers to the values of AU$40 in recognition 
of their time and associated travel costs.   
Recruitment flyers and advertisements described the study as being about “driving conflict” 
rather than aggressive driving specifically in an attempt to reduce possible self-selection bias.   
Potential participants were invited to contact the research team to arrange suitable times for an 
interview.  Eligibility criteria were that participants held a current, valid Queensland drivers’ 
licence (open or provisional, but not learner’s licence).  In addition, as the interview questions 
focussed on driving conflict events, participants needed to be able to remember this type of 
event.  Interview material from one participant was excluded from the analysis as she was 
unable to recall having ever been in conflict with another road user.  Ethics clearance for the 
study was granted by the Queensland University of Technology Human Research Ethics 
Committee (approval no. 0900000682). 
2.2 Materials and procedure 
 
In-depth, one-to-one interviews lasting between 35 and 45 minutes were used for data 
collection.  Interviews are ideal for accessing information of a relatively personal nature with a 
high level of detail.  This was particularly appropriate for the current study as the information and 
level of detail sought in relation to internal thinking, emotional responses and decision processes 
would be difficult to obtain by other available qualitative techniques such as group discussions or 
observations.  A total of 29 drivers (excluding the ineligible participant) ranging in age from 18 to 
49 years, were interviewed.  A semi-structured interview schedule was used in order to access 
issues of interest while still allowing participants to discuss issues of interest to them as themes 
emerged during the sessions.  In addition, semi-structured schedules permit the researcher to 
refine and develop the interview questions over the duration of the study.  This, along with on-
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going analysis of the interview materials allows the exploration and clarification of key themes or 
issues as they emerge.  Written permission to audio-record the interviews was sought prior to 
the sessions and these recordings were later transcribed by professional typists.   
 
For the purposes of later interpretation of the material, a starting definition of aggressive 
behaviour based on the general aggression literature was adopted.  As mentioned previously, 
aggressive driving was defined as driving behaviour that is intended to have a negative impact 
(physical or emotional/psychological) on another road user.  However, this definition was not 
introduced into the conversation with drivers in order to avoid undue researcher influence over 
the incidents that participants chose to recount.  Instead, drivers were asked to talk about 
‘driving conflict’ (as described above) which also was not predefined.  Where respondents asked 
what was meant by ‘conflict’, they were told they could interpret this in whatever way was most 
relevant for them when driving.  This approach appeared to be effective in generating a variety 
of recollections, with only a few accounts of incidents where interpersonal conflict could not be 
readily discerned.  For all but one of these accounts of non-conflict driving situations, the 
participant verbally acknowledged (unprompted) that it probably wasn’t an example of conflict 
and moved on to recall other conflict-related examples. 
Interviews began by asking respondents to think about their driving experiences generally, and 
what they liked and disliked about driving.  Following this, the interviewer asked participants to 
focus on the most recent occasion where they had realised they were in conflict with another 
driver or road user and to describe what had happened.  These accounts were then explored in 
some depth using prompt questions that focussed on the cognitions and affect the respondent 
recalled at the time of the incident.  Generally several incidents were explored in each interview.   
2.3 Analysis 
 
In keeping with the qualitative and exploratory nature of the study, thematic analysis [37-38], 
using an interpretive framework, was used to identify themes in the interview transcripts.  In the 
first step of this process, the first author carefully read and examined each transcript to identify 
text discussing concepts that appeared to be critical or interesting and to identify broad patterns 
of experience both in relation to the specific research interests as well as other, unanticipated or 
emergent issues [37].  These were then labelled as the themes [38].  The second step of this 
process involved identifying the parts of each transcript that related to the broad themes, 
followed by identification of key subthemes and concepts within each main theme.  Within this 
process, any one piece of text could be categorised as belonging to more than one theme or 
sub-theme since the text portions were at the level of whole sentences or paragraphs.   
 
 
3. FINDINGS 
 
The overall research interests of the study were in examining the thoughts and emotions that are 
associated with driver aggression using an exploratory approach.  A number of themes emerged 
in the interviews in relation to both thoughts and feelings.  These themes included the role of 
anger and other negative emotions in driver aggression, management of self-emotions and 
behaviour in relation to the perceived aggression of others, and ways in which drivers try to 
manage or modify the behaviour of other road users.  As mentioned earlier, driver accounts of 
their own aggressive behaviour on the road have been discussed in an earlier publication [37] 
and so will not be detailed here.  Rather, this paper focuses on the management of self in 
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response to both to the perceived aggression of others, and to frustrations arising from non-
aggressive behaviour of other drivers.   
 
In the excerpts that appear below, the gender and age of the respondent are given at the end of 
each quote.   
 
3.1 Positive and negative aspects of driving 
 
In response to the initial questions about their likes and dislikes about driving, respondents 
identified very similar aspects to those found in previous research.  They spoke of the freedom, 
flexibility, ease, control and convenience of car use, especially when needing to organise young 
children, as well as the relaxation that driving brought them, with some regarding this as their 
self- or ‘me-time’.  Though they also appeared to recognise the risks involved, a few drivers 
spoke of time spent driving as when they allowed themselves to reduce their metal effort, to 
“zoning out” while driving.  Many used driving time as an opportunity to listen to the radio or to 
music.  There were a few unique responses as well, with one respondent referring to enjoying 
control in a slightly different way: “I know what I’m doing and where I’m going and it’s [the car] 
going to do what I ask it to do without arguing or answering back” Woman, 49. 
The negative aspects of driving were also consistent with the literature and included the effort 
involved, traffic congestion, and cost.  Around half of the respondents referred to driving as 
stressful rather than relaxing, and the dangers or inconvenience created by the behaviour of 
other drivers were mentioned frequently. 
3.2 Responding to the aggressive behaviour of others 
 
Generally, accounts of behaviours representing driver aggression according to the definition 
adopted took two forms: descriptions of what other drivers did that respondents experienced as 
rude, intimidating, or as dangerous/threatening their safety; and retaliatory behaviours or actions 
they described themselves engaging in subsequent to, and as a result of, the perceived 
aggressive behaviour of other drivers (self behaviour).  This paper focuses only on the first form 
and discusses the coping behaviours respondents used for dealing with other drivers’ 
aggression1.  Respondents were also asked to talk about how they generally dealt with their own 
frustrations in relation to driving and these are described and discussed too.  Themes that arose 
in relation to respondents behaving aggressively themselves have been described by the 
authors previously elsewhere [39] and will not be elaborated here. 
 
3.2.1 Deliberately slowing down 
 
One response that respondents described was that of deliberately slowing down and ensuring 
that they were not exceeding the speed limit.  This was almost always in response to being 
tailgated, that is, where a driver follows the vehicle in front too closely, usually a car length away 
or closer.  Tailgating was one of the most frequent examples of perceived driver aggression that 
respondents described having experienced.  Whenever respondents referred to being tailgated, 
they did so in terms that suggested they felt pressured to respond to the tailgater.  Some 
                                                      
1 The authors acknowledge that the accounts respondents gave of the behaviour of other drivers are unable to 
verify the motives or intentions of the other driver.  As such, the other’s behaviour may not have aligned with the 
definition of aggressive driving used by the authors. 
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respondents described feeling anxious or nervous and unsafe while being tailgated while others 
appeared less concerned about the increased risk.  While some drivers cited examples where 
they had been willing and able to pull over to the side of the road and allow the tailgater to move 
past them, many respondents, regardless of age, described attempting to manage the behaviour 
of the other driver by refusing to comply with the implied pressure to speed up or move out of the 
way.  For some respondents, this was to try as much as possible to reduce the risk to their own 
safety, as illustrated here:   
 
So I just took my foot off the accelerator and I just let it slow down to sixty [km per hour-approx 
37 miles per hour] and I maintained sixty. Because I felt “well if you’re going to be driving that fast 
up my arse I’m going to keep at a reasonably safe speed”. So that was the only gesture.  She 
knew what I was saying: “Get back.” It was just way too close. So yeah I just slowed down to 
sixty for the next five minutes until I had to turn off. Man, 49 
 
I thought [in response to being tailgated] “I should be going faster” but it was wet and rainy and 
obviously you’re allowed to go however slow you want and I just-I didn’t feel safe going any faster 
as well.  Man, 18 
If [people] tailgate me then I will go slowly, really slowly to try and make the point, “look don’t 
come up too close to me because there’s a chance that you might hit me.” So I’ll go really slowly, 
really slowly then speed up...so that I actually make a distance between us...Sometimes that 
works sometimes it doesn’t...sometimes...they will move into the outside lane and overtake which 
is fine...on occasions...I’ve seen them [looking at me] as if to say “what are you doing?” “Well get 
off my bum basically” you know, but once I’ve speeded up then they tend to kind of keep their 
distance because they think I’m some kind of crazy person...laughter You know what I mean, 
somebody who’s an erratic driver. Woman, 47. 
 
However, a second reason was more defiant in tone, though stopping short of deliberate intent 
to harm the other or retaliatory aggression:   
 
I was just going from my house to...the school which is literally two minutes drive from my 
house...[and] some young guy, some P plater [provisionally licensed driver] just (smacks hand) 
just push, push, push, just tailgate, tailgate for no reason. I just ignored him really you know. I just 
thought “if you’re really in that much of a hurry buddy you can go around me, on the wrong side 
of the road.” ...People who tailgate are clearly impatient and either want you to get out of their 
way or they want you to go faster and I will never be in a situation where I will break the speed 
limit to satisfy somebody else who is in a hurry. Woman, 42 
 
3.2.2 Being magnanimous 
 
An interesting response to others’ perceived aggressive or dangerous behaviours involved a 
deliberate, and apparently well reasoned, choice not to respond aggressively in return.  
Respondents talked in a way that suggested they were acting out of a sense of moral 
superiority, greater maturity or magnanimity in relation to the other driver.  This appeared to be 
sufficiently motivating for them to choose to control their outward responses to the other’s 
behaviour: 
I’m not really the aggressive driver to hang out the window and swear and do the finger and 
whatever else [when other drivers behave aggressively] so I don’t do it that way. But I might just 
have a smile on my face and just be kind of ignorant to them [pretend not to notice them].  So 
that’s that kind of a smugness about it. Man, 24.  
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[I was thinking] “So why are you abusing me? I should be the one abusing you!” but I’ve been the 
bigger person and didn’t say anything.  Woman, 18 
[an example was] probably about 6 months ago, this young guy behind me...I felt this bump and 
he’d actually-not concentrating [because he was] on the [cell or mobile] phone and he ran into 
the back of me...and it didn’t do any damage [to my car]...and I thought about that and I thought 
“wow some people would get out and go off [lose their temper] and I sort of looked at him and I 
saw his face in the rear vision mirror and I sort of gestured towards him “did you just hit me?” 
because I wasn’t sure.  He went “I’m sorry”, and I went, “it’s ok, it’s an old bomby [in poor 
condition] car”....I felt good: I didn’t get him upset, I didn’t get out of the car and cause him to be 
stressed and it’s just a car. And I thought “well, I moved on” and it felt good. Man, 33.   
Although respondents described responses that were non-aggressive in these situations, they 
used language that suggested or stated that, rather than this choice being the product of their 
feeling calm and unaffected by the other, they were emotionally affected, sometimes highly so.  
Indeed, in some of the accounts, choosing not to become aggressive appeared to be preceded 
by quite a bit of deliberation and consideration of potential responses, including aggressive 
ones, before choosing non-aggressive behaviours: 
[I was thinking] “This should not be happening!  This is ridiculous!  I’m feeling like I want to fight 
somebody and it...nothing’s ever going to come [of it].  I’m not about to hit his car or anything like 
that, so I’ll just back off a little bit and just accept that he’s an absolute idiot.”  And it’s like I felt at 
that moment...I felt that I was doing almost some sort of a noble gesture if you like.  Because I 
realised that at that point we were both being absolute idiots and I felt I was taking the higher 
moral ground by backing off and let you have your space because...he was a younger guy.  I felt 
that...as a much older person that I knew what the consequence of this could be.  I felt “Mate, 
you’ve grown up with video games: Cars are going to flip and come back again”, you know...And 
I was thinking “This is not a video game! Just leave this alone!” Man, 49 
As illustrated in the above, such considerations included personal safety, the safety of 
other road users as well as the wider social implications (such as providing a good role 
model) of behaving aggressively. 
 
 
3.3 Managing one’s own frustrations on the road 
 
3.3.1 ‘Chilling out’: Deliberate self-calming strategies and self-talk 
 
Respondents described quite a few strategies and techniques they used to successfully calm 
themselves down in response to their own impatience, frustration or anger arising out of the 
normal events encountered while driving, including the mistakes of other drivers.  These were 
interpreted as falling under two main groupings or subthemes: Self-calming (successfully 
managing oneself); and Displacement, which appeared to be successful in averting angry 
responses on the road but which appear to be less successful in terms of the effect on other 
areas of the respondent’s life.   
 
In their accounts of how they managed their frustrations, respondents referred to reasoning with 
themselves, and the self-talk they used in bringing their responses into a more realistic 
perspective, as shown here: 
I think after that [getting angry about another driver’s mistake] it was just [to myself] “calm down.  
Just don’t worry about it.”  Because I don’t like to let things affect me too much like that because 
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it’s out of my control, so it’s just “ok breathe deep, breathe evenly. Nothing happened it was a 
near accident but nothing happened.” Woman, 18. 
 
Similarly, other respondents achieved this through adopting a focus on the overall lack of gain 
from allowing their frustrations to get the better of them:  
 
Well yeah surely it’s [my response is] tied with my frustration but umm  laughs I’m laughing about 
it because really I can visualise myself being there and doing that [getting angry and frustrated] 
and really I’m just being stupid...myself laughs again in some ways because you know, because 
it’s not going to change anything for me to get impatient. And the other thing that’s actually 
helped me as well with some of my impatience is I’ve looked at other cars and they’re you know, 
actually speeding to overtake me when I’ve been going the correct speed and then...by the time I 
get to a certain point like you know, another five minutes down the road I start laughing to 
myself...and I begin to see how silly it was for them to be doing that because you know, they’ve 
put themselves at risk, other people at risk just for the sake of...eventually only ending up in front 
of me by one or two cars. Man, 46. 
 
For some respondents the strategies they currently reported using had developed over time and 
were in stark contrast to the way that they had previously managed (or failed to) their 
frustrations.  For example: 
 
When you’re young, I think, you have a competition with the road.  I had a bigger car, a faster 
car, and I was a very aggressive driver and I would yell and I would put the finger out [rude 
gesture] and I would hit the horn and I would...sit on their tail [deliberately follow too closely].  But 
now it’s like, I don’t have to do that.  My point [now] is I’m driving from A to B.  I’m not there to 
cause any dramas on the road.  And sometimes people make mistakes on the road so…[in 
response to frustration] Put your hands up in the air.  That’s about it [all that I do now]. I know 
that it will be over in a few minutes.  So right now I know that once that car goes around the 
corner I’ll forget about it and move on with my day sort of thing.  It’s not as bad as it used to be 
definitely. Man, 33 
 
Finally, a commonly reported form of self-calming was to listen to music either on the radio or via 
vehicle sound systems.  There was a sense that doing this made better use of the time spent 
driving or stuck in traffic than getting irritated, and acted to improve acceptance of the inherent 
delays associated with city driving, as here:  
 
I usually just turn the music up a little bit!  Especially if I’m stuck behind a slow driver and there’s 
nothing I can do about it I’ll just take a few deep breaths.  It’s not worth it [getting frustrated].   I’ll 
get there 5 minutes or a couple of minutes later than I was going to anyway and I’m not in a rush 
anyway...it’s a very therapeutic sort of thing.  Woman, 21. 
 
3.3.2 Displaced anger or frustration 
 
Though it was only mentioned by two respondents in the study, both women, another method of 
dealing with one’s own driving anger or frustration was to vent this at others.  The following 
quotes give the flavour of what these respondents experience: 
 
Oh I hate to say it but when little things happen in traffic, you know like little instances that aren’t 
the end of the world but.... you know if you were going five kilometres faster would be an 
accident...because I get quite nervous driving in the car, I will then-you know when you’ve got 
two kids in the back seat and the noise just doesn’t stop and my kids like to sing and they like to 
argue and poke each other and if something’s annoying me with the traffic I’ll then get really 
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annoyed with them and I’ll sit there and go “just be quiet!”...you know I’ll shout at them...“Just 
give me five minutes peace!!” So I, yeah, I vent my frustration in inappropriate ways when I take it 
out on my poor children. Yeah. Woman, 35 
 
I probably let it [my anger] out on other people I have to say....It’s probably [after getting 
frustrated in traffic] then that I come home angry or frustrated and then [my husband] has got to 
suffer or listen to my stories. Laughter  [and] I get more irritated with [him]...[and] it takes me a 
while to realise I’m actually irritated because of what happened before, not because of what they 
are doing right now. Woman, 40 
 
3.4 Apology or acknowledgment of error 
 
One final theme emerged that seems worthy of attention.  Respondents described situations 
where another driver appeared to be apologising to them for having made a mistake or an error 
that inconvenienced or potentially elevated the risk of crashing for the respondent (eg. failing to 
give way, failing to indicate).  This apologising had an important role for some respondents, 
whose accounts contained evidence that these seemingly minor admissions of culpability 
functioned by allowing them (as recipients) to modify their own responses sufficiently to avert 
anger, frustration and (potentially) aggressive behaviour.  The following quote captures these 
points:  
It’s funny you get very angry at somebody when they do something that you perceive as silly.  
But when they do something like put their hand up and wave and do the old ‘sorry’ thing or out 
the window “sorry!”, all of a sudden it [his anger] just goes away...and then you’d do the thing 
back “oh it’s okay”...and then you move on with it.  Then you don’t have to speed up, you don’t 
have to cut them off, you don’t have to sit on their arse [tailgate], that sort of thing.  Man, 33. 
 
For some respondents, the effect was at least partly due to a feeling of having been recognised 
as another person by the ‘offending’ driver, as described here: 
...sometimes people will give you...the one handed wave and that’s okay.  Because then to me, 
that’s acknowledging going “whoops! I’m sorry!” and I will give them a wave back.  I quite like it 
when people wave at me when they’ve done something wrong...I don’t know whether they’re 
acknowledging if they’ve done something wrong or they’re acknowledging my existence. I think 
either one of those suffices to make me go “okay then.  We’ve reached an understanding”.  
Woman, 35. 
 
There were also accounts of the impact of non-acknowledgment on how drivers might think and 
respond in these circumstances too:  
And the fact too that when they come in [another driver forces the vehicle in front of her] they, 
there’s no sort of wave or there’s no acknowledgement of the fact that “okay, thanks for letting 
me in” and you know putting the hand up. If I had that [acknowledgement] I think straight away I’d 
just settle down a little bit [not feel irritated]. Woman, 30 
 
If he [other driver] was genuinely sorry about what he did and he knew it was his mistake, I’d 
have no reason to be upset about it, obviously.  So you know as long as they acknowledge it or 
as long as they know that it wasn’t beyond their control or something…  Man, 20. 
 
 
4. Discussion 
 
Respondents descriptions of being tailgated suggest that most find this stressful, and their 
accounts contained plenty of evidence that they saw the behaviour as dangerous and 
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threatening, regardless of their perceptions of the other driver’s purpose for following too closely.  
Many felt pressure to respond to the tailgater, even if they chose not to do anything different.  All 
respondents who gave examples of this kind of event appeared aware of the increased potential 
for crashing, and none described responding to this behaviour by tailgating the tailgater.  
However even though all these respondents appeared aware of the inherent danger of following 
another vehicle too closely, paradoxically, some respondents recounted having behaved in 
precisely this way in response to feeling frustrated with a slow driver or someone impeding their 
progress.   
 
On a more positive note, there was evidence in these conversations that respondents consider 
their responses to the aggression of others in some depth, even though the time available to do 
so is very short and the constraints of the situation limit the responses available to them.  It also 
appears that communicating with other drivers is still important to these respondents regardless 
of the fact that they may never see the other driver again.  Indeed it appears that conflict with 
other drivers and the problem of how to respond to it acts as a prompt for self-reflection for some 
of these respondents.  By their own accounts, respondents reported that self-reflection often 
results in the decision to act calmly in response to provocative driving behaviours and to extend 
this to taking an overall calmer approach to driving in general.  Driver propensities to reflect on 
their driving as a form of communication with others may thus offer the potential for intervention.     
 
There was also evidence to suggest that humorous approaches may be effective as  
reinforcment of self-reflection and non-reactive responses to perceived aggressive driving.  
Drivers in this study appeared to enhance their sense of their own magnanimity or maturity 
through reasoned choices not to retaliate or respond rashly to the aggression or risky driving of 
others.  Mass media or road safety advertising campaigns could attempt to utilise this in 
depictions of safer driving behaviour and the non-tangible rewards that may derive from this 
such as feeling good about oneself, reinforcing one’s image as a mature, generous or 
experienced driver, reinforcing the community service aspect of providing a good role model and 
the avoidance of regret. Recent research has suggested that such approaches may be effective 
with the sub-population of drivers normally associated with risky and/or aggressive driving 
behaviours, that is, young men [40]. There have been several media campaigns in Australia and 
New Zealand that have utilised humorous approaches (see, for example, the “Speeding-no one 
thinks big of you” or ‘Pinkie’ campaign from New South Wales, Australia aimed at reducing 
speeding among young men http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5hWxU_ICoHM and the ‘Ghost 
chips’ advertisement that targets alcohol impaired driving among NZ indigenous young men 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dIYvD9DI1ZA).  Moreover, in Australia, laughing at oneself is 
a common element in comedy and humour, though any materials using this approach for road 
safety would need to be carefully designed.    
 
It is not yet clear how apology or acknowledgement of one’s mistakes within the driving context 
might be utilised to reduce aggression or the potential for conflict between drivers on the road.  
However, there has been other research examining how forgiveness of another driver’s 
wrongdoing may be facilitated through activating a particular type of cognitive dissonance, 
hypocrisy dissonance, in the recipient driver [41].  Where drivers experience hypocrisy 
dissonance they are less likely to feel negatively towards the wrongdoer or to wish that he or she 
would experience some negative event (e.g. being pulled over by police).  Activation of 
hypocrisy dissonance can be achieved through encouraging drivers to remember occasions 
where they have behaved in a similar manner to the wrongdoer.  It may be that apology by the 
wrongdoer also acts as an activator of such recollections.  Activation might also be achieved 
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through encouraging drivers to remember occasions where they have behaved in a similar 
manner to the wrongdoer and this may be useful in future intervention design.   
 
4.1 Limitations 
 
This study is necessarily limited in scope due to the qualitative nature of the method and its 
reliance on self-report for descriptions of behaviour.  Caution should therefore be exercised in 
generalising to other contexts and populations.  In addition, there was no attempt to control for 
other variables (e.g. trait anger or aggression; driving anger or aggression) that may have 
affected either the self-selection of drivers into the study or the likelihood of behaving 
aggressively on the road.  Participants appeared to be very open about their experiences.  
However, these may still have been unduly affected by social desirability factors in some 
instances, and there may also have been a tendency to recall some types of events more than 
others or to recall these less than accurately.  There is no way to determine the extent to which 
this did or did not occur, and this should be borne in mind in interpreting or applying the findings.  
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